As employers search for solutions to the growing problems associated with absenteeism and low productivity, the utilization of screening the employee population for use of drugs in the workplace is becoming more and more prevalent. 'I\bout one-fourth of the Fortune 500 companies now screen applicants for drugs, and an additional 20% are expected to begin doing so this year" (Castro, 1986) , As an occupational health nurse, I ask myself "What is my role in this relatively new area of employee testing?" Obviously there has to be a multitude of legal implications as well as right to privacy issues involved in such a contro-ersiel subject.
The nextquestion I find myself asking is "Do I wantto be involved in this?" I have thought these questions through and decided, as a member of the health care team, I had better not only become involved, but also assure myself that I thoroughly understand employee drug testing and its implications.
SETIING POUCIES
The first step that a company must undergo to initiate a drug testing program is to develop corporate policies that will protect the company and employees. The program must be clearly stated and defined or it is worthless and dangerous. It must be decided when, where, and under what circumstances testing will be performed. Four different categories of drug screening programs are possible:
1. Pre-employment 2. Random SEPTEMBER 1986; VOL. 34, NO. 9 3. Accident Related
Probable Cause
The pre-employment program is the easiest to initiate since the company is not dealing with incumbent employees. It is the most common program now being utilized. The random screen means the company has defined the right to randomly choose employees to undergo screening. "Drug abusers are three times as likelyto injure themselves or someone else" (Castro, 1986) . In an attempt to eradicatethe use of drugs at the worksite, probable cause or accident-related testing is becoming more common.
Whether your company chooses to initiateone or all four types of programs, there are certain basics that must be included in the policy. The candidate or employee must be notified of the requirement to submit to a drug screen.
A drug screen release form will have to be developed to include all those elements of testing which are actually performed. This release form should be signed and witnessed within the company It should be pre-determined what measures will be taken if an employee or applicant refuses to submit to testing.
Accident related and probable cause screening frequently involves both urine for drugsand blood alcohol levels. Make sure this is specified in the policy. The policy-makers also need to decide if specimen collection must be witnessed.
Finally; the company will need to decide where the urinewill be collected. If pre-employment examinations are performed on-site, will the occupational health nurse be responsible for collection? If an outside facility is utilized, who will be responsible for maintaining the chain of custody?
COLLECTION SITE
The role of the occupational health nurse becomes vitally important if the occupational health department within the company is chosen as the site of collection. First, if you were not involved in developing the policies then you will want to become very familiar with them. As the occupational health nurse, it is your responsibility to review the policy and the release form to insure that the employees' rights are protected.
Drugs will cross react with certain types of testing methods causing falsepositive results. Immunoassays tend themselves to cross reactivity Thus. obtaining a careful medication history is a standard part of the screening process (See checklist).
Manyemployees do not consider over-the-counter medications as "medicine." It is therefore advisable to discuss the employee's medication history with him or her to ensure understanding. A thorough medication history will include different categories of medications.
COLLECTING THE SPECIMEN
Collecting the specimen correctly is as crucial a step as any in the process. If your company has decided to witness collection, then you must make arrangements for someone of the same gender as the employee to be available at all times.
Assuming your company decides against witnessed collection, it is of primary importance to protect the applicant/employee and your company by proper collection techniques. Your responsibilities include not only ensuring that there is no mistake in identification of the specimen but that the specimen is protected from intentional tampering to avoid the detection of drugs of abuse by the employee.
Fill in the laboratory requisition in the presence of the employee having him or her check the accuracy of the information. Seal the specimen in the container provided by the lab and have the employee initial and date the seal. Explain to the employee this is his or her acknowledgment that the specimen in the container is his or hers and was sealed in his or her presence. Answer honestly all questions posed by the employee, including what drugsare included in the screen.
Once you have collected the specimen and have sealed it appropriately; send the specimen to your laboratoryas soon as possible. Keep the specimen refrigerated if there is any delay at all. Exposure to increased temperatures may cause some degradation of drugs in urine. It is recommended that the specimen not be mailed to the laboratoryas it might have to sit for any length of time, such as weekends or holidays.
SELECTING A LABORATORY
You, the occupational health nurse, can play a critical part in helping your company select a laboratory if you familiarize yourselfwith all the variables.
The company's needs will probably include such things as rapid tum-around time, reasonable prices, compulsive Check which of the following, if any, you have taken in the last two weeks: analytical and more sensitive methodology than the screening method. Urine can be analyzed using a number of methodologies. Immunoassays, thinlayer chromatography, gas chromatography, high performance liquid chromatography and gas chromatography/mass spectrometry (GClMS) are all used.
None of these methods is 100% foolproof and/or accurate. Confirmation by a totally different analytical and more sensitive methodology is required to ensure accuracyof results. Of primary importance is the protection of the employees' and company's interests. Screening teststhat are not confirmed will not hold up in court. Remember that a test should not be reported as "positive" until a confirmation test is completed.
The key in selecting a laboretory is to feel confident not only in the type of testing but also in its commitment to drug screening, a solid understanding of chain of custody, and that the limits set for positive are acceptable in the courts.
CONCLUSION
As drug testing becomes a standard in industry, will your company's policies, collection, and testing methodologies stand the test of time?
With careful planning and a thorough understanding of all facets of the drug testing program, your company will be successful in decreasing drug usage on the job with the winners being not only the company but the recovered drug user who becomes a productive employee.
